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CHAPTER 1

This is the story of what a Woman’s patience can endure, and of what a
Man’s resolution can achieve. The chief part of it will be told by those who know
them best, so that the truth may always be given as directly as possible.

Let Walter Hartright, teacher of drawing, aged twenty-eight years, be heard
first.

It was the last day of July. The fading summer left me out of health, out of
spirits, and out of money as well. I had not been able to save as much as usual, and
it seemed likely that I should have to stay in London and spend my autumn
economically between my mother’s cottage at Hampstead, and my own chambers
in town.

The evening was still and cloudy. I put down my book and set out for my
mother’s cottage. It was one of the two evenings in every week which I was
accustomed to spend with my mother and my sister.

I had hardly rung the bell, before the door was opened violently; my dear
Italian friend, Professor Pesca, appeared in the servant’s place; and darted out
Jjoyfully to receive me.

On his own account, and, I must be allowed to add, on mine also, the Professor
merits the honour of a formal introduction. Accident has made him the starting-point

of the strange family story which it is the purpose of these pages to unfold.
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I had first met him at the great houses, where he taught his own language and
I taught drawing. He had once held a situation in the University of Padua and had
left Italy for political reasons. Professor Pesca had been for many years respectably
established in London as a teacher of language.

Without being actually a dwarf—for he was perfectly well proportioned from
head to foot—Pesca was, I think, the smallest human being I ever saw out of a
show-room. The ruling idea of his life appeared to be, that he was bound to show
his gratitude to the country which had afforded him an asylum and a means of
subsistence by doing his utmost to turn himself into an Englishman. Finding us
distinguished, as a nation, by our love of athletic exercises, the little man, in the
innocence of his heart, devoted himself impromptu to all our English sports and
pastimes whenever he had the opportunity of joining them; firmly persuaded that
he could adopt our national amusements of the field by an effort of will precisely.

I had seen him risk his limbs blindly at a fox-hunt and in a cricket-field; and
soon afterwards I saw him risk his life, just as blindly, in the sea at Brighton.

We met there accidently and he went happily into the water, kowning
nothing at all about swimming. Soon after we had both struck out from shore, I
turned round to look for him. I saw nothing between me and the land but two
little white arms, which soon disappeared under the surface of the sea. When I
dived for him, he was lying on the bottom, in a hollow of shingle, looking by
many degrees smaller than I had ever seen him look before. I was luckily able to
take him back to the shore, where he slowly recovered from his misfortune.When
he had thoroughly recovered himself, he poured out his thanks in excited words,

declaring that I had saved his life and that in the future it was entirely at my service.
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He said he would never be happy again until he had found an opportunity of
proving his gratitude by rendering me some service which I might remember to
the end of my days.

Little did I think then that the opportunity of serving me was soon to come
to him, and he was to turn the whole current of my existence into a new channel.

Pesca’s face and manner, on the evening when we confronted each other at
my mother’s gate, were more than sufficient to inform me that something
extraordinary had happened. I could only conjecture, while he was dragging me in
by both hands, that he had some news to tell of an unusually agreeable kind.

“Now, my good dears,” began Pesca, “listen to me. The time has come—TI
recite my good news—I speak at last.”

He told us that at one of London houses where he taught Italian, he had been
asked by the father of his pupils to find a drawing-master to go to a house in the
country. He had said that he knew the very man and had then been given a letter
which explained what the drawing-master would have to do.

The letter was plain, straightforward, and comprehensive, at any rate. It said
that Frederick Fairlie, Esquire, of Limmeridge House, Cumberland, wanted to
engage the services of a thoroughly competent drawing-master for four months to
instruct two young ladies in drawing and painting, and to repair and mount a
valuable collection of drawings. He would be paid four guineas a week. No one
need think of applying for this situation unless he could furnish the most
unexceptionable references to character and abilities. The references were to be sent

to Mr Fairlie’s friend in London, who was empowered to conclude all necessary
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arrangements. These instructions were followed by the name and address of Pesca’s
employer in Portland Place.

The prospect which this offer of an engagement held out was certainly an
attractive one. I knew this; I knew that I ought to consider myself very fortunate if
I succeeded in securing the offered employment, and yet I felt unwilling, for some
unexplained reason, to apply for it. Only the persuasions of Pesca, my mother and
my sister at last overcame my doubts and made me agree to send in my application.
But the doubts remained in my mind.

The next morning I sent my applications to the professor’s employer in
Portland Place, and a letter I received four days later told me that Mr. Fairlie
accepted my services and begged me to start for Cumberland immediately.

[ made my arrangements, unwillingly enough, for leaving London early the
next day. Towards evening Pesca looked in, on his way to a dinner—party, to bid
me good-bye.

When I was left alone again nothing remained to be done but to walk to the
Hampstead cottage and bid my mother and Sarah good—bye.

The heat had been painfully oppressive all day, and it was now a close and
sultry night. My mother and sister had spoken so many last words, and had begged
me to wait another five minutes so many times, that it was nearly midnight when
the servant locked the garden-gate behind me. The moon was full, and 1 decided
to take the longest and loneliest road home so as to spend as much time as possible
in the fresh air. I was walking along, thinking of the future and imagining as well as

I could my coming life at Limmeridge House, when I was suddenly startled by the
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touch of a hand laid lightly on my shoulder from behind me.

I turned on the instant, with my fingers tightening round the handle of my
stick.

There in the middle of the road stood the figure of a woman dressed from
head to foot in white. I was far too seriously startled by the suddenness with which
this extraordinary apparition stood before me, in the dead of night and in that
lonely place, to ask what she wanted. The strange woman spoke first.

“Is that the road to London?” she said.

I looked attentively at her. It was nearly one o’clock, and all that I could see
was a young face, rather sharp about the cheeks and chin, with sad eyes, nervous
lips and light yellow hair. I altogether failed to guess what sort of woman she was,
and how she came to be out alone in the high-road, an hour after midnight.

“Did you hear me?” she said, still quietly and rapidly, “I asked if that was the
way to London.”

“Yes,” I replied. “That is the way. You must excuse my not answering you
before. I was rather startled by your sudden appearance in the road. How can I help
you?”

“I have only been in London once before,” she went on,“and I know nothing
about it. Could you show me where to get a carriage. I have a friend in London
who will be glad to receive me. I want nothing else. Will you promise?”

I agreed to do my best and we set our face towards London, walking on
together in the first quiet hours of the new day, I and this woman, whose name,

whose character, whose story, whose objects in life, whose very presence by my
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side, at that moment, were fathomless mysteries to me.

“I want to ask you something,” she said suddenly.“Do you know many people
in London?”

“Yes, a great many.”

“Many men of rank and tite?”

“Some,” I said, after a moment’s silence.

“Many men of the rank of Baronet?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I hope, for my own sake, there is one Baronet that you don’t
know.”

“Can you tell me about his name?”

“I can’t I daren’t , I forget myself when I mention it.” She spoke loudly and
almost fiercely, “But tell me which of them you know.”

I could not refuse her request and I mentioned three names.

“Ah! you don’t know him,” she said, with a sigh of relief.“Are you a man of
rank and title yourself ?”

“Far from it. I am only a drawing-master.”

“Not a man of rank and title,” she repeated to herself. “Thank God! I may
trust him.”

We walked on as I turned her words over in my mind. Some baronet must
have done her a great wrong, but she would not explain further. We had reached
the first houses before she spoke again.

“Do you live in London?” she said.

“Yes. But tomorrow I shall be away from London for some time. I am going

012
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into the country.”

“Where?” she asked. “North or south?”

“North—to Cumberland.”

“Cumbertand!” she repeated the word tenderly. “Ah! I wish I was going there
too. I was once happy in Cumberland.”

“Perhaps you were bomn in the beautiful Lake country.” I asked.

“No,” she answered. “I was born in Hampshire; but I once went to school for
a little while in Cumberland, in Limmeridge village.”

I was astonished and stopped so suddenly that she asked anxiously if I had
heard someone calling us.

“No, no. I was only struck by the name of Limmeridge House. I heard it
mentioned by some Cumberland people a few days since.”

“Ah! Not my people. Mrs Fairlie is dead, but she was kind to me once. ”

After we had walked on a little farther, I saw a cab stop at a house near us and
I called the driver. As she was getting in, I entreated her to let me see her set down
safely at her destination, but she refused, exclaiming that she was now quite safe.
“Let him drive on till I stop him. Thank you—oh! thank you, thank you!”

My hand was on the cab door. She caught it in hers, kissed it, and pushed it
away. The cab drove off at the same moment and the sound of the wheels grew
fainter in the distance. The woman in white was gone.

Ten minutes or more had passed. I was still on the same side of the way. At
one moment I found myself doubting the reality of my own adventure; at another I

was perplexed and distressed by an uneasy sense of having done wrong. My



